
The Curriculum Journal. 2023;00:1–17.	﻿	    |  1wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/curj

INTRODUCTION

Across the world, countries have engaged in different iterations of curriculum change 
(Gouëdard et al.,  2020) and one of the common denominators is the proposal of more 
agency for teachers around curriculum making. Instead of being deliverers of curriculum 
(Priestley & Xenofontos, 2021), teachers are being asked to make professional judgements 
on how to translate, mediate and enact curriculum policy and frameworks in their class-
rooms (Deng, 2016). It has brought turbulence into their lives as they try to understand and 
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respond to this complex change of new curriculum structures, purposes and pedagogy. This 
opportunity to make curriculum more flexible has been unequally appropriated by teachers 
and schools. Part of this inequality can be explained by the difficulty felt by many teachers in 
assuming their agency in terms of curriculum decisions. Pantić (2015) observed that to work 
through this turmoil, teachers need to understand the purposes and content of such agency 
in relation to what these reforms are asking of them.

This paper explores the experiences of teachers in two countries, Portugal and Ireland, 
in relation to how their international mobility experiences through Erasmus+ have encour-
aged curricular agency. Erasmus+ has moved away from the sole focus on student learn-
ing abroad and now invites teachers to engage in expanding their pedagogical knowledge, 
skills and understanding. Whilst much has been written on student experiences of Erasmus 
(Courtois,  2014; Teichler,  1996), little has been mapped about the emergent agency ex-
perienced by secondary teachers. The majority of published texts focus on teachers and 
students at university levels.

The main purpose of the paper is to contribute to the discussion about the effects that 
these mobilities have had on the power of curricular agency of teachers from two European 
countries. It will define the theoretical framework that will act as a lens for the study and 
present a short outline of the curriculum context of both Portugal and Ireland. An outline of 
the Erasmus+ international experience of teachers will be proffered, followed by the meth-
odological design. Our findings will be described and a discussion of how these findings 
contribute to the importance of generating teacher agency as curriculum makers will com-
plete this paper.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Defining agency

This research works from a pragmatist approach (Dewey,  2016) and draws on the work 
of Emirbayer and Mische (1998) to define agency. They conceptualize human agency as 
“the temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural environments-the 
temporal relational contexts of action-which, through the interplay of habit, imagination, and 
judgment, both reproduces and transforms those structures in interactive response to the 
problems posed by changing historical situation” (p. 970). This definition highlights what 
they call “The Chordal Triad of Agency”: the iterative which refers to the selective reactiva-
tion by actors of past patterns of thought and action; the projective which encompasses the 
imaginative generation by actors of possible future trajectories of action and the practical-
evaluative elements which entails the capacity of actors to make practical and normative 
judgements amongst alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the emerging 
demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situations (pp. 970–971). Agency 
is the interplay of these three elements in a flow of time and is an emergent phenomenon 
rather than a sequentiality of disparate acts or stages of one act (p. 972).

Agency is not something a person has but something a person does, usually in relation 
with others (Priestley et al., 2015). Agency is about dynamic action and engagement. Emir-
bayer and Mische (1998) highlight the importance of intersubjectivity, social interaction and 
communication as critical components of the agentic processes. Biesta and Tedder (2007) 
expand this understanding by maintaining that actors act by means of their environment 
rather than simply in their environment. They conceive agency as something that “is 
achieved, rather than possessed, through the active engagement of individuals with aspects 
of their contexts-for action” (p. 132). Agency is thus achieved from the interplay of “individual 
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efforts, available resources and contextual and structural factors as they come together in 
particular and, in a sense, always unique situations” (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 137).

Teacher agency

Priestley et al. (2015) further develop the concept of agency by focussing on the specific 
agency of the teacher (Figure 1). They highlight the “ecologies” within which teachers work, 
such as the cultures, structures and relationships and suggest that agency is to be under-
stood as resulting from the interplay of individual's capacities and environment conditions. 
The following diagram adapted by Priestley et al. (2013) from Emirbayer and Mische (1998), 
offers the key dimensions of the teacher agency model. In a review of the literature on 
teacher agency, Cong-Lem  (2021) asserted that the ecological framework was the most 
dominantly used by authors. The use of this model as a frame to explore teacher curriculum 
agency through the ERASMUS+ programme assists us in deciphering the complexity of the 
interplay of agency, teacher and curriculum making.

In the iterational section, Priestley et al.  (2015) highlight both the life histories and the 
professional histories of teachers. Teachers' experience of their own personal history in the 
past and their accumulated history as a teacher proffer a range of routines, dispositions, 
preconceptions, competences, schemas, patterns, typification's and traditions. A teacher 
may draw on a broad repertoire of responses in an iterational movement through selecting 
the element of response that might be required, weighing up the similarities and categoriz-
ing where, when and whom this occurred with, in the past. The projective element has both 
short- and long-term aspirations in relation to a teacher's work and future possibilities of 
action. Priestley et al. (2015) state that whatever the motivation for these aspirations, they 
“are invariably rooted in teachers' prior experiences” (p. 32). Teacher agency thus is shaped 
by previous policy and curriculum making over the decades of a teacher's career.

F I G U R E  1   Teacher agency model (Priestley et al., 2013).
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The practical-evaluative dimension is about the day-to-day working environment of the 
teacher and includes the culture, structure, and material resources. It looks at what is prac-
tically feasible in this concrete situation, and Priestley et al. (2015) note that this is a highly 
complex, ambiguous, and compromising space as this dimension can open up and close 
down possibilities for agency. Teachers' aspirations may not align with policy vision or enact-
ment, it may not support pupil's own aspirations. In relation to our research, this framework 
allows us to break down the elements of teacher agency and ask what were the cultural, 
structural and material resources available to those teachers who engaged in the ERAS-
MUS+ mobility projects. Did ERASMUS+ mobilities offer concrete contexts for action and 
what was the interplay between the different dimensions in achieving or inhibiting agency?

Curricular agency

Within a teacher's working environment, the teacher is a curriculum maker. Alvunger (2021) 
defines curriculum making as “a process in which the interplay between students, teachers, 
teaching materials and the contextual setting in the classroom shape and construct mean-
ings among the participating individuals” (p. 607). For this study, we understand teachers' 
curriculum agency as the teacher's capacity to recontextualize policies and translate them 
into their field of action. This is a highly dynamic and non-linear social process of interpreta-
tion, mediation, negotiation and translation (Priestley et al., 2021). It is a question of exerting 
a double effort of interpreting the purposes that the policies have defined and of taking local 
action, which reconfigures and encourages student learning. Teacher agency as a curricu-
lum maker does not just emerge by developing capacity through career professional devel-
opment (CPD) but arises through the interplay of the three dimensions of agency. For many 
teachers, they have had difficulty in assuming their agency in terms of curricular decisions 
(Mouraz & Cosme, 2021). The mapping of the development of teachers' agency through the 
ERASMUS+ mobilities may offer some important insights into whether these connections 
with other countries and teachers contributed to raising the awareness of teachers who 
might act otherwise.

CURRICULUM CONTEXT IN IRELAND AND PORTUGAL

The Irish context

The Irish Education system is made up of three main levels: primary, secondary, and higher 
(Third level). Primary education is preceded by the provision of two years of universal pre-
school education (NCCA,  2009). Most children begin primary school at 5 years of age. 
Secondary education in Ireland consists of a three-year Junior Cycle (lower secondary), 
followed by a two or three-year Senior Cycle (upper secondary), depending on whether 
the optional Transition Year (TY) is taken. Lower secondary education begins at the age of 
12 years and senior cycle from 15/16.

New curriculum frameworks (NCCA, 2012, 2015, 2023) were introduced for primary and 
lower secondary education which proposed an epistemological and ontological shift in un-
derstanding the role and agency of the student and teacher. The rationale for these new 
curricula highlights the holistic growth of the student, underpinned by democratic values 
of equity, inclusion, and freedom. A focus on student learning dominates the policies. The 
senior cycle is currently under review (NCCA, 2019) as its dominant purposes are about 
preparing students for the Leaving Certificate examination that feeds into a points system 
for matriculation to university (Baird et al., 2015).
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The Portuguese context

The compulsory Portuguese Education system is made up of two main levels: basic and 
secondary. As in the case of Ireland, basic education is preceded by the provision of a 
year of universal preschool education framed by Early Childhood Curriculum Guidelines 
(Ministry of Education, 2016). Generally, children begin primary school at 6 years of age. 
Basic education consists of a four-year elementary Cycle (from six to 10 years old). There is 
a two-year cycle (from 10 to 11 years old) where curriculum is composed of seven subjects. 
The third cycle of basic education has three years, nine subjects in each year to study, and 
finishes when pupils are 14/15 years old. An external evaluation on Math's and Portuguese 
language closes basic education.

Secondary begins by the age of 15/16 and lasts three years. It could be general or vo-
cational and it is compulsory until student's complete 12th grade or are 18 years old. Since 
2018, basic and secondary education has a pedagogical approach that is a competence-
based curriculum, supported by the Student Profile by the end of Compulsory Schooling 
(Ministry of Education, 2017). This means that schools and teachers should organize cur-
riculum according to students’ interests and capacities in a close articulation with subjects 
(Ministry of Education, 2018). Secondary education finishes with a compulsory assessment 
that certificates the accomplishment of scholarship (Leaving Certificate) and is used as a 
selection device to assess Higher Education. Vocational offers are excluded from such ex-
ternal evaluation unless students want to enrol themselves in Higher Education.

TEACHERS' INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE

The ERASMUS+ programme included in its educational aims the enhancing of interna-
tional mobility experiences to enrich teaching professional development, teaching quality 
improvement and teaching effectiveness (European Commission, 2021). Through a “Mobil-
ity” project, a school can increase the quality of teaching and learning by sending its pupils 
or staff to another country to train, learn, go on a teaching assignment, or job-shadow. This 
is usually justified by the importance of an awareness of different educational systems, 
of exchange with colleagues from other countries, different pedagogical, assessment and 
evaluation systems, different curriculum frameworks, as well as work conditions offered by 
different countries. Teachers answering TALIS (The OECD Teaching and Learning Interna-
tional Survey, 2018) refer to three main reasons for their decisions to engage in mobilities: to 
accompany students; to better learn languages and to strengthen their training as teachers 
(European Commission, 2021).

In a search of recent literature (since 2014), we found few studies focused on teachers at 
early levels (schools and high schools), compared with studies focusing on the higher edu-
cation sector (Liu & Willis, 2021). From the literature found, three foci congregate research 
efforts related to the impact on teachers' career and offer challenges to schools or training 
institutions. Several papers reported research conducted on teachers' skills and knowledge, 
particularly concerning teaching EU topics or language improvement (European Commis-
sion,  2021; Novak et al.,  2020). Such studies conclude that international mobilities have 
positive effects on teachers' skills and knowledge related to topics such as European citi-
zenship. Another focus of research highlights the effects of international mobilities on curric-
ular and pedagogical practices and the opportunities to transfer curricular and pedagogical 
learning insights into their own teaching practice and classrooms (Okken & Coelen, 2021).

The third focus of the literature review emerged from a transnational teachers' identity 
development that highlighted the important journey of learning in teacher identity and the 
requirement of critical thinking and intellectual agency through engagement in different 
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international settings (Gao, 2021). Other research conducted with preservice teachers put 
in practice an idea to develop teachers as entrepreneurs: “being creative, team players, 
open-minded, innovative, passionate, motivated, hard-working and risk-takers; being able 
to overcome challenges; having initiative; being proactive, organized and persevering; hav-
ing leadership skills, communication skills, the ability to adapt; having a positive attitude 
and being decision-makers. Short-term placements contribute to personal development, 
improved foreign language competence, increased awareness and understanding of other 
cultures, and acquiring entrepreneurship competence” (Arruti & Panos, 2020).

METHODOLOGY

This work is based on an empirical investigation of a qualitative nature, carried out in 2022 
academic year, which collected and analysed the testimonies of headmasters and teachers, 
from Ireland and Portugal. The approach highlights the importance of conducting research 
in real contexts in order to make sense of the effects and impact of teachers' international 
mobilities phenomenon. This paper presents the voices of a set of teachers and headmas-
ters narrating their personal experiences of international professional mobilities.

In both countries, teachers participated in international exchange projects. The headmas-
ters supported these journeys. Such international experience was the main reason of the 
invitation to be part of this study. Schools are different concerning the rural versus urban 
character but all of them had been involved in international exchange programmes, like 
ERASMUS+. In Ireland, the study collected information from two headmasters and eight 
teachers, organized in three individual interviews and two focus groups. In Portugal, five 
individual interviews were carried out with three teachers and two headmasters. Ethical is-
sues were respected, regarding informed consent and data protection. The following Table 1 
outlines the biographical and geographical details collected from all respondents.

Table 2 highlights a range of years of experience in teaching in a particular school (from 
25 years in a school to 1 year) and the amount of mobilities or years teaching abroad (from 

TA B L E  1   Teacher biographical, geographical and mobility focus.

Portugal Ireland

Participants 5 × teachers
2 × Headmasters

6 × teachers
2 × headmasters
1 × deputy principal

Location Urban secondary school
Rural school
Small urban secondary school

Rural mixed school
2 × Urban all-girls 

secondary 
schools

International mobilities 60+ experiences of working abroad 12 + experiences of 
working abroad

Subjects Languages
Biology
Chemistry
Geography
Tourism

Languages
Mathematics
Technology
Electronics
History
Geography
Guidance
Physical Education

Years in the school 17–25 years 1–20 years
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25 to their first mobility). It also captures a mix of urban and rural schools, with a wide range 
of subject interests.

The mobility foci also demonstrate a plethora of interests which include KA2 collabora-
tive projects with students and teachers; KA1—job shadowing and teaching missions, with 
the addition of engaging in conferences abroad or working abroad for several years. Whilst 
Portuguese teachers were engaged in mainly European visits, the Irish teachers have expe-
rienced other international educational systems.

The interviews followed a script that aimed to characterize the mobility experiences lived 
by the interviewees according to the operational objectives. The guidelines for interviews 
included questions distributed in four main dimensions as follows: (1) Personal experience 
of mobilities' description; (2) Information regarding the effects perceived by teachers of such 
experiences in their continual professional development; (3) Information regarding their cur-
riculum perspectives and pedagogical actions; and (4) Information concerning the impact on 
the school's culture and climate.

A content analysis was done on material from the transcriptions of interviews using Braun 
and Clarke's thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Both a priori and emergent catego-
ries were used in coding, the first ones modelled by questions and the emergent ones refer-
eeing subcategories. The coding process was shared between researchers and emerging 
themes discussed. The individual themes from each country were outlined and the overlap-
ping themes were then described.

FINDINGS

This study was designed to investigate the experiences of teachers in two countries, Portu-
gal and Ireland, in relation to how their international mobility experiences have encouraged 
curricular agency and impacted on curriculum making in both the school and classroom. 
Based on data from the different interviews, four main themes emerged in the findings, dem-
onstrating the overlapping similarities and different focuses in both countries:

a.	The purposes of international mobilities
b.	The importance of continual professional development and collaboration
c.	Teacher's agency and curriculum making
d.	The effects, impacts, and challenges of international mobilities

TA B L E  2   The mobility foci and country visited.

Portugal Ireland

Focus on the 
mobility

Climate issues
Student mobility
Racism and xenophobia prevention
Curriculum evaluation and leadership
Tourism
UNESCO Classified monuments and 

sites of regions
Intercultural issues
Citizenship
Pedagogy

Retention of students
Learning or improvement of Language
Technology
Mentoring
Subject pedagogy
Accelerated Learning Needs
International Studies

Countries visited Azores, Holland, Denmark, Sweden, 
Finland, Germany, Spain, Italy, UK, 
Turkey, Ireland, Germany, Belgium, 
Greece, Bulgaria, Poland, Slovakia, 
Turkey, Latvia & Romania

France, Malta, Italy, Tenerife, Spain
Japan, Qatar, Vietnam, Australia, Abu 

Dhabi
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The purposes of international mobilities

The common characteristics between the two countries lay in a common approach to the 
ecology of culture: the beliefs, values, and ideas they all shared about education. The rea-
son why they undertook these mobilities lay in a deep desire to advance academic, 
pedagogic, and technological development in the light of recent curriculum change. 
Participants engaged in themes that moved beyond their subject disciplines and the mobility 
uprooted the myth of content knowledge alone. They involved themselves in environmen-
tal issues, discrimination, bullying awareness, transversal themes and suggested cross-
curricular courses on photography and technology. Learning was connected to “creativity, 
problem solving and digital empowerment” (participant Portuguese PP1).

I had an award-winning project, called pedagogical photography, and it was 
more focused on the use of photography, but with a pedagogical inclination that 
involved various school subjects and the use of photography to approach the 
contents of different disciplines. (Participant Irish 2 (PI2))

The headmaster of a rural school saw that Erasmus+ assisted in disrupting staff's insular, small 
village culture and helped to broaden their minds. He outlined the danger of “group think” and 
trying to move his staff to a “more open and broad way of thinking” (PP1). This idea was also 
subscribed by other headmaster from a small rural school from Ireland He posited that “it's a 
great value to people that you have this little bit of an adventure where you go off somewhere 
else and you experience a different country, different people and solutions to how we can help 
our students” (PI1). Participants proposed that the mobilities offered “a new vigour and new en-
thusiasm” (PI2) in approaching pedagogy and created a space where they were able to “think 
outside the box” (PI8) about their approach to teaching and learning.
There was an awareness within data that with the influence of globalization and inter-
national policies dictating the trajectory of education in the world, mobilities offered the 
opportunity for professional conversations to take place and to “develop intercultural compe-
tence through the knowledge of another's language, cultural habits, citizenship and human 
rights” (PP4).

I think that we are more aware of what they [the students] need to learn in the fu-
ture… we come back with a different spirit of openness and even relativization of 
what is truly important in the preparation of students, facing the new challenges 
of society. 

(PI1)

Whilst many teachers spoke about their individual interests in learning linguistics and broad-
ening understanding of the differences and similarities between jurisdictions, the main foci in 
both countries were on changing structures and building a more student-centred ped-
agogy (PP4). Also, mobilities proposed new insights on pedagogy. The following narrative 
from an Irish history teacher depicts the impact on his own pedagogy and this new learning was 
evident throughout data.

When we observed in France, the way they taught history is to look at source mate-
rial in history, documents, images from the events, a lot about understanding about 
sources, identifying history in terms such as bias, exaggeration, propaganda, you 
know, all of it through resources and the content is downplayed….There was a lot 
of student input as opposed to the teacher doing a lot of the talking….. 

(PI5)
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Participants in both countries confirmed the importance of expanding their material re-
sources and learning about technological resources (PP2) which were highly useful during 
the pivot to online teaching during the pandemic:

When COVID hit, we had already tried, we were already a lot more skills with 
ICT. And we were able to implement online learning straight away, whereas 
other schools were like, ah, what do we do? How do we do it? 

(PI3)

Teachers from both countries highlighted the importance of improving digital skills and 
keeping connected to new technology (PP1). Different projects such as “Apps for All” and 
“Absolute” were referred to by teachers as major resources they worked on over three years 
which “were very student focused” and “are now linked to the goals for sustainable develop-
ment” (PI1). Participants were clear that the digital skills they engaged with were brought back 
to their schools and I think that has definitely filtered down to a really good degree in the school 
in that we now have two computer rooms with working computers (PI3).
One of the major purposes of the mobility was the social engagement not only between 
teachers and other teachers but also between teachers and students and students and stu-
dents. Each country outlined that curiosity, love of learning and the growing uncertainty and 
unpredictability of our world motivated them to seek out others (PP3) of a similar mindset and 
try to find solutions:

I think knowing that you're not an island, so you're not on your own, that curric-
ulum involves more than just you. So, it's all about discussion and collaboration 
and being open to talking to people and gathering groups…Encouraging them 
to have their voice heard, for their opinion to be given. 

(PI8)

The importance of continual professional development

Data evidenced the importance of openness to and engagement with continual and lifelong 
learning and new ideas for a teacher in their career and suggested that they previously “had 
gone stale” (PI2).

That openness to build a vision of openness to share and collaborate with oth-
ers. And I think that that openness leads to the travel, the research, the continu-
ous professional development and, you know, it kind of goes hand in hand. 

(PI6)

Participants outlined that mobilities disrupted previous thinking about how the classroom 
operates and offered new insights and different solutions to problems that were similar in both 
jurisdictions. This was a source of surprise and presented “a massive learning curve” (PI8), 
that influenced their short- and long-term projective imaginaries. Elements of this learning en-
couraged a reimagining of curriculum making (PP3) such as how to design a module; how to 
restructure a lesson; one-hour lessons without textbooks; new methodologies; student input v's 
teacher input; resources and the many skills and competencies for the classroom. The main 
element that was evidenced by both countries was that mobilities offered a discovery and fresh-
ness of approach and application to practice.
Participants were able to see what would work for them but also the limitations of certain ideas 
due to their context and time given to implement them.
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So, you know, I think the great thing about international education is exposure 
and learning and being open to learning and then taking back elements that 
really work well for you or that you think would work well within the system here. 

(PI7)

They wished to replicate experiences and apply methodologies, in the classroom, that they saw 
carried out on their mobility. One teacher in Portugal noted the juxtaposition of the “traditionalist 
and less traditionalist systems” but also that each participant knew how to extract the potential 
of their own system (PP1). The mobility had given them the skills and language to adapt and 
critique both their own and other approaches.
Both jurisdictions highlighted the importance of the structural ecology of agency with the in-
crease in collaborative work from the mobility, not just with those who had gone abroad as 
a group but with other teachers and leaders in the schools. Teachers built networks of profes-
sional practice with new colleagues from new countries (PP4), and they collaborated not only 
on pedagogical issues but engaged in discussions on sociocultural, political, and professional 
elements of their life as teachers. One of the big challenges they faced was to ensure dissemi-
nation in their schools of what had been learnt.

We are not changing the school because of mobilities, but mobilities help to 
change the school, because … we can go and review some ideas and that's it, 
take advantage of some…. see is that within what is possible. 

(PI3)

What both countries data evidenced was that whatever learning was accomplished on the mo-
bility, it was not about just the individual gaining from that development but rather it projected 
itself into each school as different collaborations and professional conversations took place on 
the return journey. Participants could see how what they had learnt could open possibilities for 
themselves and for their colleagues, also. However, in the following comment from one teacher, 
they were very aware that any change needed to be underpinned by passion.

We'll give them [other colleagues] ideas and see where they can run. But I think 
with things like that, you have to be passionate and interested in it. And if you're 
not, it goes nowhere. 

(PI4)

Teachers' agency and curriculum making

The agency of a teacher began with the teacher's own ability to lift their head beyond their 
own school environment and see the bigger opportunities in the world for education. Many 
participants spoke about the mobility as taking a chance “to move outside of our own sys-
tem” (PI1), “the joy of discovery” (PI2) and “recognising the need to change and break the 
cycle of doing the same things” (PP9). Portuguese teachers highlighted the importance of 
intrinsic motivation and “a spirit of curiosity in wanting to know different things” (PP2). Irish 
teachers saw that this personal agency was empowered by the people around them. These 
colleagues had similar motivation who put “students at the core of everything we do, and we 
take ego out of the room” (PI8). It was further enhanced by the collaborative practices and 
openness of colleagues to try new things:

I did a lot of team teaching and a lot of observation of teaching when I was 
in Japan and I probably brought back, you know, less of a fear (…) I think my 
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experience of working with different people have probably made me feel very 
OK with that. And making mistakes…learning from it, but also not being stuck 
doing the same thing. 

(PI8)

Collaboration also depended on the support and engagement with senior management 
and the structures they put into place were noted as essential for any type of teacher agency. 
The senior management in the study championed a shared vision for the school and encour-
aged a levelling out of power structures, giving voice to all in the processes of curriculum mak-
ing. What was evident was the importance of a functioning distributive leadership system which 
empowered the teachers to take initiative. Senior management saw mobility as offering a rich-
ness of knowledge and skills which augmented the type of culture they wished to promote.

So, we're very conscious that it's kind of a pebble in the water. A little change 
here with the right kind of culture can actually have a major, major impact. 

(PP2)

Agency also arises for teachers when new curricula are offered and particularly “when 
the curriculum paradigm shifts” (PP1) which in both countries has encouraged greater teachers' 
“autonomy and flexibility” (PP1). These new curricula often open different spaces for a teacher 
to achieve agency through creativity and innovation. Irish teachers spoke particularly about 
Transition Year (a year between lower and upper secondary) which offered “a kind of a new 
vigour or a new enthusiasm because it is a place where you want to try new things and see 
where else can we go and what we can bring in?” (PI7).
The Erasmus+ mobilities emphasize the complexity of making curriculum and they act as 
a process of sense making for teachers and students. Sense making by participants took the 
form of new knowledge and new pedagogy through job shadowing, team teaching, observa-
tions and partaking in different courses. The common themes running through all data were the 
social process of curriculum making and the capacity to extract the potential of new learning to 
their own system and culture.

By going outside of our own education system, we can witness something hap-
pening in another European country that we might be able to, using our flexibility, 
apply here as well to improve the excellence of education. 

(PI6)

One participant suggested that there is space to a deepening form of curricular con-
textualization. In one Irish school, the teachers built a programme in which both history and 
Geography were taught through French (Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL)). 
The catalyst for this change to CLIL was during the observation of a geography lesson in 
Paris “and they did like a role play debate in English about how the roles you could take as city 
planner and the people who were protesting this and then the city planners themselves and 
the architects. And these are all 17-year-olds taking on these roles and having this conversa-
tion about a fictitious town in another language. It was amazing” (PI5). The realization of the 
progression of students in other countries interrupted previous expectations of what students 
could achieve and these new expectations were brought back to schools where curriculum was 
looked at in a new light (PP3).
Curriculum making for these participants went beyond their own classrooms and influenced 
their subject departments and the school itself. They were engaging with other sites of 
curriculum making at the meso level and were actively trying to make sense of national and 
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international policies. They had built networks around Europe, and they felt rejuvenated by this 
in their work practices. They felt empowered to bring about change.

The effects, impacts and challenges of international mobilities

The impact for both countries lies in a more student-centred approach to education leading 
to the involvement of students not only in the classroom but in the international projects. 
As well as increased student satisfaction with pedagogical work and the building of school 
environments that were more relaxed and fun, students were also being encouraged to see 
the world outside their own habitat.

The students that we have, a lot of them have never been outside of our town 
much…. they have a very insulated viewpoint. Erasmus's experience gives the 
students a kind of a broader view of the whole, but also there's a whole big world 
for them. 

(PI1)

Data highlighted the importance of European citizenship for students and building the aware-
ness of belonging to a wider network of countries. Participants noted the increased student 
autonomy and communication skills with their growing awareness of cultural and linguistic di-
versity and its importance for future personal and professional pathways.
For teachers, engagement created a more democratic approach to education and there was 
a clear focus on a “ground-up” process of dialogue, discussion and decision-making about 
curriculum in participating schools. Participants spoke about “the importance of pushing each 
other” (PP4); “opening up my classroom” (PP3); “great adhesion amongst disciplines”; “the 
spirit of availability” and “the ability of undoing normativity through the socialization of other 
colleagues in other countries.” The key to the development of agency in curriculum making was 
seen through the process of collaboration. Portuguese teachers spoke about the “halo effect” 
(PP1) in which the positivity of the group expanded to other teachers who also wished to join. 
Irish teachers who had engaged in international teaching outlined the joy in the process of cur-
riculum making together and how it focuses on the individual needs of their students.

The challenges to this agency are of course ensuring participants receive the time for 
professional discussions and collaboration. This depends very much on the support of man-
agement “not seeing it as a waste of time” and timetabling. The challenges highlighted the 
interplay of the cultural, structural and material ecologies. Teachers spoke about the itera-
tional element of agency in the narrative about their own personal lives and family commit-
ments but also the stress of taking time off during term time and the concern about their 
workload and students' progression. The other challenges offered were the fear factor in 
going to another country and engaging in a new language. Student exchanges were seen as 
challenging due to the paperwork from the exchange school's point of view. Getting approval 
for the projects at times took too long and the restrictions of perhaps only one teacher at a 
time attending courses. Overall, the pandemic has put many of the mobilities on hold and 
schools are only beginning to emerge from this period of uncertainty.

DISCUSSION

The main purpose of this research was to contribute to the discussion about the impact 
and effects that mobilities have had on the power of curricular agency of teachers from 
two European countries. In the framework on agency proffered by Priestley et al. (2015, p. 
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22), they clearly state that “agency is seen as emerging from the interaction of individual 
‘capacity’ with environing ‘conditions’.” They see agency working simultaneously through 
the interplay of the capacity of actors and their actions within the context and culture, struc-
tures and materials of the school. Thus, their ecological view sees agency “as an emergent 
phenomenon.” According to Bar-Yam (2002), emergence refers to the existence of collective 
behaviours, what parts of a system do together that they would not do alone. In other words, 
the global behaviour of the system (i.e., the emergent) is a result of the interactions between 
the individual entities of the system (De Wolf & Holvoet, 2004).

Our contributing arguments lie in acknowledging the importance of the interplay of these 
ecologies for teacher agency in the process of curriculum making in both countries. Eras-
mus+ offers a space for the individual entities of an educational system to interrelate and in-
teract and do things together that they might not have done as individuals. We draw specific 
attention to the following two insights:

1.	 Erasmus+ acts as a catalyst to the agentic process of self-organization
2.	Erasmus + acts as a catalyst to building collaborative professional communities both at 

home and abroad.

Erasmus+ acts as a catalyst to the agentic process of 
self-organization

It is significant that Priestley et al. (2015) are turning to the “new science” (Wheatley, 2006) 
to situate teacher agency. In explaining what this means, Wheatley (2006) writes that life is 
a vast web of interconnections where cooperation and participation are required and where 
relationships are what matters. The findings of this study nest very comfortably within the 
concept of emergence and the new science. They recognize the importance of that interplay 
between the individual's capacity and the impact of environing conditions both at home for 
the teachers and abroad. However, from our findings we suggest that an element of building 
towards this emergent phenomenon of agency is the engagement of teachers in a process 
of self-organization. A critical mass of agency cannot emerge without some element of self-
organization. We argue that mobilities are a distinct catalyst to facilitate this self-organization 
in schools and assist with the emergence of teacher agency in their curriculum making.

Self-organization is a dynamical and adaptive process where systems acquire and main-
tain structure themselves, without external control (De Wolf & Holvoet, 2004). Teachers who 
engage in self-organization think about connections, not parts, segments and dichotomies 
and view the school as a web or eco-system. Mobilities connect with different knowledge 
and skills inputs, but these do not control changes made in the school. Rather our findings 
demonstrated the importance of each school team deconstructing their new learning to 
adapt to their own culture and context to bring the emergence of something new. Mor-
rison  (2008, p. 20) states that in the process of a system evolving itself from within, it is 
the local circumstances that dictate the nature of the emerging self-organization. The local 
circumstances in both Portugal and Ireland had highly motivated teachers and supportive 
leaders who championed a distributive leadership style (Spillane et al., 2001). The pattern of 
distribution was located in a shared holistic vision for the school and a democratic process 
of hearing the voices of all and acting on what was heard. It was also located in the material 
resources of time and spaces for dialogue.

Data demonstrated the desire of these teachers to make connections with others to make 
sense of the changes they were facing in their classrooms and schools. New knowledge 
and skills helped them to bring order and dynamism to disorder and stability. Fryer and 
Ruis (2004), explain that this is an attempt to create rules so that the system can begin to 
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find its best fit, self-organize and adapt to new possibilities. Best fit was found through the 
positive feedback from their colleagues who connected with their re-imaginings, and this re-
inforced the new idea or skill. Their dissemination often locked in the new way of curriculum 
making and this then gathered momentum in the school. Like a snowball, it moved and gath-
ered more and more elements, enlarging its scope and gathering additional aggregate as it 
moved. The headmaster in an Irish school equated this to throwing a pebble into a pond and 
the rippling effect of the mobility on the vision and mission of the school. The emerging phe-
nomenon of teacher agency had been constructed from within the school, from ground up.

Erasmus+ acts as a catalyst to building collaborative professional 
communities

Findings highlighted that through the Erasmus+ process, secondary teachers positively en-
gaged in collaborative learning communities abroad. Their learning included an encounter 
with the diversity of cultures, values, behaviour, knowledge, skills and people from other 
jurisdictions. As individuals, they were highly motivated to expand their learning. On return 
to their schools, they reached out to their colleagues and began to create new collabora-
tive learning communities. Fenwick (2012, p. 142) stresses the complexity for teachers “in 
learning both in collaboration, developing new co-productive approaches to practice, and for 
collaboration, developing capacities for engaging with diverse and even conflicting profes-
sional traditions.” The function of teachers on return from abroad was to instigate a response 
to the new curricula changes and navigate how these impacted their day-to-day working 
environment. Teachers were no longer operating as individuals in curriculum making but as 
collectives in creating new pedagogical spaces. This meant more than just getting along but 
laying down rules for engagement, spaces were “ego was left at the door” and a willingness 
to listen. They were developing a shared vision for their school's future.

The one common element that assisted this ground-up emergence was that each teacher, 
without exception, narrated their capacity to be curious and motivated to look beyond their 
immediate horizon and to engage with the wider world. There was an understanding that 
they must evolve, adapt, change and avoid inertia. One of the findings of this study was the 
capacity of the actor to act as part of the initial instigation of the process of engagement. 
The disposition to “opening up” was used continually throughout the interviews and took the 
form of being open to the culture and climate of the school; open to new knowledge brought 
into the school by new teachers; opening up the classroom to other teachers and visitors; 
opening up spaces for professional conversations and opening up their perceptions of what 
is possible for their students. The first premise of self-organization, leading to the emergent 
phenomenon of teacher agency, is a consciousness of the dynamic power of the system of 
education as an open system and the fight against seeing it as a closed “impressive fortress” 
(Wheatley, 2006). Relationships and collaboration were key to making sense of the peda-
gogical changes confronting each school.

Through navigating the complexity of the practical-evaluative element of agency, teach-
ers showed their understanding of the many non-linear aspects of their day-to-day existence 
in the classroom. They noted that the evolution of curriculum making in the school was fos-
tered by a series of “jumps” which signify new levels of order in the school. Prigogine and 
Stengers (1984) see that at certain bifurcation points where possible trajectories are chosen 
by a system (school), it is at these jumps that the system self-organizes, and new behaviour 
begins to emerge. Examples in data were seen in the application of new technological and 
methodological processes to achieve a student-centred approach to learning. In many of the 
interviews, the projective aspirations for the continued development of curriculum making 
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in the short and long term were evidenced in the desire for the creation of further spaces of 
curriculum innovation and reform.

In 1875, Lewes noted that emergence is a dynamical construct emerging over time 
but in the form that does not display how it occurred. There are many elements and 
components which impact and effect the emerging phenomena of teacher agency. How-
ever, from this study, it is clear that Erasmus+ mobilities act as one of the catalysts to 
the understanding and enactment of curriculum change in schools in both Portugal and 
Ireland. They have had a very positive impact on teacher agency in relation to curricu-
lum making through the process of self-organization. This has had further impact on the 
positive experience of the students who are also been asked to expand their thinking and 
learning and become citizens of Europe. Whilst data highlighted the challenges of time, 
timetabling, teacher availability and the need of environing conditions that are open to 
new learning, the growth of robust collaborative practices amongst those who attended 
the mobility and further on the integration of the rest of the school into that practice, attest 
the empowerment of professional development through engagement with diverse coun-
tries, cultures, and educational communities.

CONCLUSION

This study argues that Erasmus+ international mobilities act as a catalyst for building 
teacher's agency through the processes of self-organization and collaborative professional 
communities. These processes assist teachers in making sense of new curricular change 
and leading innovation and judgements on curriculum making in the school. Engaging in 
new knowledge and skills disrupted previous ideas and practices and offered a growing 
self-efficacy in new pedagogy and technology. Contact with other education systems has 
contributed to raising the awareness of teachers who may act otherwise. The impact of 
the mobilities had a positive effect on what teachers and students now do together rather 
than as individuals. The interplay of the different ecologies of the individual, culture and 
context, structures and materials in which they work, all assisted in initiating a process of 
self-organization leading to the emergence of agency in curriculum making. Data evidenced 
the emergence of something new in the schools that was wholly unexpected. We can con-
clude that participation in Erasmus+ stimulates a competency in agency and generates the 
emergence of collaborative educational communities who take responsibility for curriculum 
making and development.

FU N D I NG I N FO R M AT I O N
The research was partially funded by ERASMUS project—EDUFOR MOBILITY AGREE-
MENT FOR SCHOOL STAFF and QUALITY COMMITMENT for school education—Contract 
N° 2019-1-PT101-KA101-060330.

CO N FLI CT O F I NT E R EST STAT E M E NT
No potential conflict of interest.

DATA AVA I L A B I L I T Y STAT E M E NT
The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corre-
sponding author. The data are not publicly available due to privacy or ethical restrictions.

E TH I C S STAT E M E NT
As explained in the article, all the ethical requirements were accomplished: Informed con-
sent, data protection, and anonymity of participants were respected. In the paper, authors 



16  |      MOURAZ et al.

reproduce a framework from Professor Mark Priestley, who agreed with the inclusion of 
figure.

O RCI D
Ana Mouraz   https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7960-5923 
Audrey Doyle   https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7731-6845 

R E FE R E N C E S
Alvunger, D. (2021). Curriculum making and knowledge conceptions in classrooms in the context of standards-

based curricula. The Curriculum Journal, 32(4), 607–625. https://doi.org/10.1002/curj.108
Arruti, A., & Panos, J. (2020). International entrepreneurship education for pre-service teachers: A longitudinal 

study. Education & Training, 62(7/8), 825–841.
Baird, J.-A., Hopfenbeck, T. N., Elwood, J., Caro, D., & Ahmed, A. (2015). Predictability in the Irish leaving certificate. 

Oxford University Centre for Educational Assessment. https://www.exami​natio​ns.ie/?l=en&mc=au&sc=pb
Bar-Yam, Y. (2002). General features of complex systems (Vol. 1). UNESCO Encyclopedia of Life Support 

Systems.
Biesta, G., & Tedder, M. (2007). Agency and learning in the lifecourse: Towards an ecological perspective. Studies 

in the Education of Adults, 39(2), 132–148.
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Thematic analysis: A practical guide. SAGE.
Cong-Lem, N. (2021). Teacher agency: A systematic review of international literature. Issues in Educational 

Research, 31(3), 718–738. http://www.iier.org.au/iier3​1/cong-lem.pdf
Courtois, A. (2014). The significance of international student mobility in students' strategies at third level in Ireland. 

NUI Discussion Paper No. 1.
De Wolf, T., & Holvoet, T. (2004). Emergence versus self-organization: Different concepts but promising when 

combined. In Engineering self-organizing systems. https://doi.org/10.1007/11494​676_1
Deng, Z. (2016). Bringing curriculum theory and didactics together: A Deweyan perspective. Pedagogy, Culture & 

Society, 24(1), 75–99. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681​366.2015.1083465
Dewey, J. (2016). Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of education. MacMillan.
Emirbayer, M., & Mische, A. (1998). What is agency? American Journal of Sociology, 103(4), 962–1023. https://

doi.org/10.1086/231294
European Commission. (2021). In P. Birch (Ed.), Teachers in Europe: Career, development and well-being. 

Publications Office of the European Union. https://doi.org/10.2797/352046
Fenwick, T. (2012). Complexity science and professional learning for collaboration: A critical reconsideration of 

possibilities and limitations. Journal of Education and Work, 25(1), 141–162. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639​
080.2012.644911

Fryer, P. & Ruis, J. (2004). What are fractal systems? Eindhoven. http://www.fractal.org/Fractal-systems.html
Gao, Y. (2021). How do language learning, teaching, and transnational experiences (Re)shape an EFLer's identi-

ties? A critical ethnographic narrative. SAGE Open, 11(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/21582​44021​1031211
Gouëdard, P., Pont, B., Hyttinen, S., & Huang, P. (2020). Curriculum reform: A literature review to support effec-

tive implementation. OECD Working Paper 239. 1–59. https://one.oecd.org/docum​ent/EDU/WKP(2020)27/
En/pdf

Lewes, G. (1875). Problems of life and mind. Kessinger Publishing.
Liu, T., & Willis, K. (2021). Cut and paste pedagogy? Academic mobility, teaching practices and the circulation of 

knowledge. Geoforum, 119, 11–20.
Ministry of Education. (2016). Early childhood curriculum guidelines. ME.
Ministry of Education. (2017). Students' profile by the end of compulsory schooling (Order 6478/2017). ME.
Ministry of Education. (2018). Basic and secondary curriculum development (decree-law n° 55). ME.
Morrison, K. (2008). Educational philosophy and the challenge of complexity theory. Educational Philosophy and 

Theory, 40, 19–34.
Mouraz, A., & Cosme, A. (2021). The ongoing curriculum reform in Portugal: Highlighting trends, challenges and 

possibilities. In M. Priestley, D. Alvunger, S. Philippou, & T. Soini, (org), Curriculum Making in Europe (pp. 
77–98). Emerald Publishing.

NCCA. (2009). Aistear: The early childhood curriculum framework. https://ncca.ie/media/​4151/aiste​ar_theea​rlych​
ildho​odcur​ricul​umfra​mework.pdf

NCCA. (2012). Junior cycle framework. https://www.gov.ie/en/publi​catio​n/aed00​b-frame​work-for-junio​r-cycle/
NCCA. (2015). Framework for junior cycle. https://ncca.ie/media/​3249/frame​work-for-junio​r-cycle​-2015-en.pdf
NCCA. (2019). Senior cycle review: Public consultation. https://ncca.ie/media/​4193/consu​ltati​on-repor​t-for-publi​

catio​n-decem​ber-2019.pdf

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7960-5923
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7960-5923
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7731-6845
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7731-6845
https://doi.org/10.1002/curj.108
https://www.examinations.ie/?l=en&mc=au&sc=pb
http://www.iier.org.au/iier31/cong-lem.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/11494676_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2015.1083465
https://doi.org/10.1086/231294
https://doi.org/10.1086/231294
https://doi.org/10.2797/352046
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2012.644911
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2012.644911
http://www.fractal.org/Fractal-­systems.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211031211
https://one.oecd.org/document/EDU/WKP(2020)27/En/pdf
https://one.oecd.org/document/EDU/WKP(2020)27/En/pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4151/aistear_theearlychildhoodcurriculumframework.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4151/aistear_theearlychildhoodcurriculumframework.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/aed00b-framework-for-junior-cycle/
https://ncca.ie/media/3249/framework-for-junior-cycle-2015-en.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4193/consultation-report-for-publication-december-2019.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4193/consultation-report-for-publication-december-2019.pdf


       |  17THE EFFECTS OF INTERNATIONAL MOBILITY

NCCA. (2023). The primary curriculum framework. https://ncca.ie/en/updat​es-and-event​s/lates​t-news/2023/may/
the-prima​ry-curri​culum​-frame​work/

Novak, M., Lajh, D., & Štremfel, U. (2020). Elementary and secondary school teachers and youth mobility in 
Slovenian schools. Teorija in Praksa, 57, 1308–1327.

OECD. (2018). The OECD teaching and learning international survey. OECD.
Okken, G., & Coelen, R. (2021). After mobility: The long-term impact of study abroad on professional teacher 

behaviour. In D. Cairns (Ed.), The Palgrave handbook of youth mobility and educational migration (pp. 131–
142). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-64235​-8_13

Pantić, N. (2015). A model for study of teacher agency for social justice. Teachers and Teaching, 21(6), 759–778. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540​602.2015.1044332

Priestley, M., Alvunger, D., Philippou, S., & Soini, T. (2021). Curriculum making in Europe: Policy and practice 
within and across diverse contexts. Bingley.

Priestley, M., Biesta, G., & Robinson, S. (2013). Teachers as agents of change: Teacher agency and emerging 
models of curriculum. In M. Priestley & G. J. J. Biesta (Eds.), Reinventing the curriculum: New trends in cur-
riculum policy and practice (pp. 187–206). Bloomsbury Academic.

Priestley, M., Biesta, G., & Robinson, S. (2015). Teacher agency: What is it and why does it matter? Routledge.
Priestley, M., & Xenofontos, C. (2021). Curriculum making: Key concepts and practices. In J. Biddulph & J. Flutter 

(Eds.), Inspiring primary curriculum design (pp. 1–13). Routledge.
Prigogine, I., & Stengers, I. (1984). Order out of chaos. Bantam.
Spillane, J. P., Halverson, R., & Diamond, J. B. (2001). Investigating school leadership practice: A distributed 

perspective. Educational Researcher, 30(3), 23–28.
Teichler, U. (1996). Student mobility in the framework of ERASMUS: Findings of an evaluation study. European 

Journal of Education, 31(2), 153–179. https://www.jstor.org/stabl​e/1503594
Wheatley, M. (2006). Leadership and the new science: Discovering order in a chaotic world. Berrett-Koehler.

How to cite this article: Mouraz, A., Doyle, A., & Serra, I. (2023). The effects of 
international mobility on teachers' power of curriculum agency. The Curriculum 
Journal, 00, 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1002/curj.226

https://ncca.ie/en/updates-and-events/latest-news/2023/may/the-primary-curriculum-framework/
https://ncca.ie/en/updates-and-events/latest-news/2023/may/the-primary-curriculum-framework/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-64235-8_13
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2015.1044332
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1503594
https://doi.org/10.1002/curj.226

	The effects of international mobility on teachers' power of curriculum agency
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
	Defining agency
	Teacher agency
	Curricular agency

	CURRICULUM CONTEXT IN IRELAND AND PORTUGAL
	The Irish context
	The Portuguese context

	TEACHERS' INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE
	METHODOLOGY
	FINDINGS
	The purposes of international mobilities
	The importance of continual professional development
	Teachers' agency and curriculum making
	The effects, impacts and challenges of international mobilities

	DISCUSSION
	Erasmus+ acts as a catalyst to the agentic process of self-­organization
	Erasmus+ acts as a catalyst to building collaborative professional communities

	CONCLUSION
	FUNDING INFORMATION
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	ETHICS STATEMENT
	REFERENCES


